Caenorhabditis elegans expresses a functional phytochelatin synthase.
The formation of phytochelatins, small metal-binding glutathione-derived peptides, is one of the well-studied responses of plants to toxic metal exposure. Phytochelatins have also been detected in some fungi and some marine diatoms. Genes encoding phytochelatin synthases (PCS) have recently been cloned from Arabidopsis, wheat and Schizosaccharomyces pombe. Surprisingly, database searches revealed the presence of a homologous gene in the Caenorhabditis elegans genome, DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank accession no. 266513. Here we show that C. elegans indeed expresses a gene coding for a functional phytochelatin synthase. CePCS complements the Cd2+ sensitivity of a Schizosaccharomyces pombe PCS knock-out strain and confers phytochelatin synthase activity to these cells. Thus, phytochelatins may play a role for metal homeostasis also in certain animals.